The agreement, known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, would slow Iran's "breakout time"-the time needed to produce enough weapons-grade fissile material for one bomb-from an estimated 2 to 3 months to at least a year. Achieving that longer lead time requires blocking Iran's four routes to nuclear weapons: through its Natanz and Fordow uranium enrichment facilities, where thousands of centrifuges separate uranium isotopes; through plutonium production at the Arak heavy water reactor, which Iran says is needed to produce medical radioisotopes; and by way of a covert path involving undisclosed facilities. The challenge has been to block these pathways without shuttering a single nuclear facility, because Iran has insisted that closures were a deal-breaker.
The plan requires Iran to mothball thousands of uranium centrifuges at Natanz and Fordow, and not to pursue other methods of uranium enrichment, including laser enrichment, for the next 10 years. Iran has agreed to work with the international community to reconfigure Arak to run on low enriched uranium, which would greatly curtail plutonium production, and ship all spent fuel out of the country for the reactor's lifetime. Eliminating the covert pathway will rely on intrusive inspections and unprecedented oversight of Iran's purchases for its nuclear program.
Key research elements of the plan jibe with those outlined in a tentative accord struck in April. For example, Iran will convert its sensitive Fordow uranium enrichment facility into an international "nuclear, physics, and technology centre," allowing it to remain open as a research lab. "It's a clever strategy-a creative solution to a dilemma," says Steven Miller, director of the international security program at Harvard University's Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs.
Russia will help Iran reconfigure two centrifuge cascades at Fordow to produce stable isotopes for industry. The new lab will also host small linear accelerators for basic research in nuclear physics and astrophysics. The agreement says that Iran will invite proposals for collaborative projects and calls on Fordow to host an international workshop to review them, with a goal of initiating projects "within a few years."
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